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C a r i n g fo r C a s s owa r y
Biodiversity Bright Spots Rainforest Resilience
About the program
The program will identify solutions to reduce threats
affecting the future of the southern cassowary on Cape
York, operating across all land tenures, and will include:
•

•
•

•
•
•

the establishment of an Indigenous Fire Mentoring
Program to support Indigenous people in cultural fire
management
holding meetings with, and providing technical
support to, Indigenous land managers
engagement with non-Indigenous land holders
through surveys and action plan development and
on-ground works
identifying how conservation goals might be achieved
increased community participation by facilitating
oncountry workshops and community events
a knowledge survey and reportable sightings will also
support increasing knowledge and awareness of the
threats.

This program explores cassowary population and distribution in previously
undocumented areas for east and north Cape York. Map shows species habitat
and areas where habitat is likely to occur.

Program objectives
•
•
•

Improve understanding, knowledge and awareness of
threats.
Record new information to build on existing data.
Allow land managers to implement actions that will
reduce threats into the future.

The majority of mapped priority areas are on Aboriginal
land. Cape York NRM will work with Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples of these areas, and experts, to
share and document knowledge, identfiy localised threats
for future action, and implement and monitor threat
mitigation actions.

Threats to the cassowary
Habitat condition
Damaging fires
Impacts of feral cattle & pigs
Change in climate
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The fruit you see
in a cassowary
scat is a great
example of ‘natural
gardening’ by these
remarkable birds spreading seed to
maintain the future
life and diversity of
the forests they live
in.

About the cassowary
Adult cassowaries are notable for their glossy black
plumage, long drooping red wattles and the tall brown
helmet or ‘casque’ on the head.
The role of the ‘helmet’ is not fully understood. It may
allow cassowaries to better push through dense forest,
help them hear the low drumming sounds made by other
cassowaries, and be a sign of dominance and age, as the
helmet continues to grow throughout the bird’s life.
Each leg features three strong, sharp toes. The inner toe
possesses a long dagger shaped claw that is used for
scratching about the forest floor, fighting, and defence.
Cassowaries live largely within rainforests, but often
move through mangrove, paperbark, and other adjacent
country. They feed largely on fruit, but also fungi, insects,
and other small animals.

Ecological significance
Knowledge by western scientists of the life and times of
cassowaries is limited.
However, it has been discovered is that cassowaries are
vital in spreading the seeds of rainforest plants they have
eaten (at least 150 species) - by their scats.
In fact, the seeds of some plants are unlikely to sprout,
unless they have first been eaten by a cassowary.

The southern cassowary (Casuarius casuarius
johnstoni) is a large, imposing and flightless bird that
occurs across parts of north-east Queensland and
southern New Guinea.
They are the world’s third tallest bird, and Australia’s
second largest next to the emu, reaching an impressive
two metres in height.
Cassowaries are thought by some to have originated in
New Guinea and spread to Australia via a land bridge,
when sea levels were lower during historical times.
Cassowary numbers have been seriously reduced due
to habitat loss from clearing or damaging fires, as well
as attacks by dogs, feral animals, and collisions with
vehicles.
Much less knowledge is available on cassowaries within
Cape York—where they live, their habits, and what sort of
country they live in—and just as importantly, what may be
threatening their survival on the Cape.
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